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ABSTEACT 

A group of 18 children from 5 to 12 years old in a 
FLES course in Mandarin Chinese were graded by three native speakers 
on their ability to repeat Mandarin Chinese sentences with which they 
were already familiar and on their ability to produce appropriate 
sentences to describe posters used in the Chinese dlass. These grades 
in Chinese were correlated with the children's age in months and with 
their scores on two subtests of the Wing Standardised Test o£ Musical 
Intelligence and five subtests of the Illinois Test of 
Psycholinguistic Abilities. All correlations between age^ musical 
talent and psycholinguistic abilities on the one haiia and achievement 
in Chinese on the other were positive, but only correlations tith 
certain of the subscales of the ITPA were statistically significant. 
The results suggest a positive relationship between psycholinguistic 
maturity and potential success in foreign ianguage learning. 
(Author) 
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This study investigates three hypotheses concerning factors which 
al'Tert far^'i;<n lan.^tua^.= y K-trnln/^: two of these h^^potheses ere drawn 
from the ''rolklore" of accepted ideas about talent in foreign languages, 
while the third is suggested by more recent developments in psycholin- 
guiiitie research = These are the hypotheses: 

1. There is an inverse relationship hetween age and the ability 
to learn a. foreign language^ i.e. younger chilaren learn for- 
eign languages more easily than oldar ones. 
2* There is a positive relationship between muBical talent and 

the ability to Jearn a foreign lansuage. 
3'., There in a positive relationship between certain types of 
pL:^ychDli^.KuistiG ability and the ability to learn a foreign 
language . . 
Thg^ _L 1 1 er a t ur e 

A^;e:. There ha^/e been Bevaral recent discussions of the widaiBpread 
belief that the ability to learn a fbreign language diminishes vith age 
(gcc O],no>n and SaJmuels 19T3), but two points emerge: l) Only a fm 
writers claim a superiority for younger children in all skills (Penfield 
mad IRoberts 1959^ Andersson 1.973) 5 ^^^t more claim that younger children 
are superior in learning pronunciation (see Dilier 1971 ^ot one explana'- 
tion)h. 2) Experimental studies comparing achievement in laoguage learners 
of different agea tend to show an overall advantage for older lea^^iiers 
(A&her and Prica 1967)5 while stmdifes of pronunaiation as an isolated asi« 
pect have mixed reEUlts^. with some shQwinig better performance? amorlg jrounger 
leairners (Herold 1970)^ while* others show older learners sup'srlor in 
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pron\inclation (Grinder Otomo and Toyota 

Musjjml Tal ent : Investigators using tlie Seashore Test of Musical 
T alent liaYa found a significant relationship between certain of its scales 
and success in foreign lEnguage laarniTig (D'exter 193^4-5 Arellano and Draper 
1972). Dexter and Ommke (193^+) found little or no relationship between 
pitch discriiidnation and tonal mMory on the one hand and foreign language 
learning on the other 5 although later invastigators (Pirasleur^ StockTOll 
and Comrey l9fSP:^ Blickenstaf f 1963) indeed found such a relationship. 
Eterno {1961) found a relationship between overall muBical talent as 
measured by another test and success in foraiign langtiage pronunciation, 

PsycholinguiBtiG Ability : There is an extansive literature on the 
relationship between I.Q. and foreign language learning ability ^ but recent 
criticism of the vagueness; of the conceft of a global l.Q, suggests that 
certain specific verbal or psyGbolinguistic abilities might be more rele- 
vant to foreign language learning success. Studies of the relatiQiisiilp be-- 
tween these psycholinguistic abilities and foreign language learning is 
still scanty, however. Pimsleur, Stockwell and Con^^ (1962) found that 
verbal i,Q/and word fluency inf3.uenced foreign language learning ^ while 
Coanor (i.960) found non^achievers in audio-liragual courses scored lover 
in digit-span tests than did achievers. 

The .Bx^er iment 

Eighteen children aged 5 to IS, participants in a voluntary^ after- 
hours course in Mandarin Chinese at an Ames, lowa^ elCTentary schaod^ were 
the experiniental subjects. It was hoped that by using children from the 

o 
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.vrhole range covered by elementary schoci it would "be pQSsi"ble to detect 
any aga-related trend in learning ajility, 

The subjects were given five subtests from the Illinois Test of 
Psyehol lnHuistic Abilities . an instrument used widely for diagnostic work 
KUTiong c hi Id r on ranging from preBChool through the fourth grade , and two 
subtests from the Wing St andardi. ^ed Test of Musical Intelligence ^ a test 
usually used in Great Britain with older elementary school children * 

Scores on the standardized tests ware correlated with grades given toy 
three native speakers of Mandarin Chinese who listened to tape-recorded 
samples of the children^'s perforraarice in the target language. Two re-- 
Gor lings were made of each child -a performance during the ten-week dura- 
tion of the course. Each sample consisted of their repatitions o;f fifteen 
tape-^recorded sentences familiar to them and their responses to fifteen 
posters which they were told to describe in Chinese. The children had al- 
ready learned to associate Chinese sentences with most of the posters, 
Describixig some of the posters require.! a certain amount of reasoning by 
aealOCTg combining vocabulary item^ from two or more phrases previously 
learned . 

The three native speakers.^ none of whom knew the children, listened 
to each sentence and rated it on a scale of 1 to 5* These grades were then 
averaged and totaled to give two grades for each child, one for repetition 
(of sentences heard on tape) and the other for production (of appropriate 
sentences t(D describe posters)* 

The subtests of the Illinois Test of PsychQlinguistic Abilities were 
chosien on the basis of their hypothesized relevanoe to foreign language 
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leai^ning* They were as follows: 

Verbal express ioin : The nimher of separate concepts thei subject 
names when asked to describe a conirnon object like a button or rubber 
ball - 

Grammatical closure : The nuinber of standard English forms the sub- 
ject u'dm in completing orally sentences like '-This is a child. These 
are 

Audit cry closure : The nujnbeT of familiar words the subject is able 
to guess when they are presented orally with sounds or syllables omitted. 

Sound blending : The nuinber of words the subject can put together 
from sounds pronounced separately by the exajniner. 

Auditor y seq uential memory : The number of increasingly longer se-- 
quances of muinbors the subject can repeat* 

Subtests of the Wing Standardised Test of Musical Intelligence 
chosf^^n were those already mentioned in the literature: 

Ton al p er c e pt loo : Twd chords are played in succession. They are 
.^^^ither identical or differ by a single note. The subject must state which 
the case 5 and tell if the note that is different is higher or lower. 

Tonal m.OTory: Two short tunes are played which differ by a single 
note. Tha subject must tell which note is different. 

It was hypothesij.ed that if tonal ptarception and tonal memory were 
relevant to foreign language learning they would! toe particularly important 
in learning a tone languaige li^e Chinese* 

Result s. 

PearsDn product moment cof relations (r) were calculated between 



ERIC 



6 



5 



repetition and production grades on the one hand and age of subject in 
ir-ontha, scores on the five subtests of psycholinguistic ability and the 
tvo subtests of musical ability on the other. The results are suminarized 
below; 



1 *ro(iuc tion 
Repetition 



Age 

0,U6 
0A42 



Verbal 
Expression 

0 Ji3 
0.36 



Grammatical 
Closure 

0.50^ 
0,65^^ 



Auditory 
Closure 

0.21 
0,60^^ 



Production 
Repetition 



S o uri d Au d i t o r y 
B 1 e n d i n g S e qu e n t i al 
Memory 



Q.k3 



0.23 



Tonal 

Percept ion 



Tonal 
Memory 



0-39 0.19 
0.31 0.23 

*signif leant to .05 level 
^^significant to .01 level 



Cona lusions 

1. The hypothesis of a negative relationship between age and foreign 
language learning is not sustained* Even rapetition of foreign language 
sentences improves with age, although not quite as much as production* The 
relationship between age and foreign language production does not quite 
reach statistical significance at the .05 level, 

2. The hypothesis that musical talent, specifically as measured by 
tests of tonal perception and tonal memory, is correlated with success in 
learning a tone language like Chinese, was not sustained* The scores of 
both subtests cor^'relate positively with the foreign language grades, with 
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tonal perception showing higher correlations than tonal memory , but 
neither is statistically significant, 

3. Ainong; the scores of psycholinguist ic ability, graramat ioal 
alosure ii^ significantly related to both repetition and production. 
Graminatical clonure is a measure of both knowledge of standard English 
^.^raiinaar and of general maturity of language development. Since the other 
subtestH of the IllinQis Test of Psycholinfiuist ic Abilities are also de- 
sign^^d as diagnostic tests of psycholinguistic maturity and several of 
them have statistically significant correlations with either production 
or repetition, it may be that general maturity of language development is 
helpfrd in learning a foreign language , and not a hindrance, as Penfield 
and Roberts (1959) suggest, Or it may simply be that children who find 
it easier to learn their native language also find it easier to learn a 
foreign language* 

Indications that auditory closure and auditory sequential memory are 
significantly related to the ability to repeat sentences in a foreign 
iMn^^uage are not surprising^ but the relationship between sound blAiding 
and foreign language production calls for more investigation. ^The whole 
area of rolationships between certain measurable types of psycholinguistic 
abilities and foreign language learning is, as a matter of fact, one which 
merits further research. 
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